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tHe roloFFS
By Kate Cantrell
O
nce, when I was a girl, I woke in 
the middle of the night crying 
because I thought I was a dwarf. 
At breakfast one morning, I watched a 
documentary with my father. The show 
was called Big World, Little People and 
it was about little people who couldn’t 
reach their light switches or see over 
their kitchen benches. 
The Roloffs, one of the miniature fam-
ilies, lived on a property in west Oregon. 
The parents, Matt and Amy, were dairy 
farmers who sold pumpkins in the dry 
season. Luminas and other sorts. In the 
turnout paddock behind the dam, they 
kept a catapult for launching rotten ones. 
Pumpkin chunkin’, they called it. The 
catapult, mounted on wheels, was mod-
elled on a medieval trebuchet used for 
throwing stones. When the weight was 
dropped, the bar flicked back and the or-
ange boulder burst into the sky.
Every spring, the Roloff children, 
and there were seven all up, gathered 
around the catapult. The smallest, Jake, 
not strong enough to carry the crops, 
wheeled his pumpkins on a cart. When 
the passerines sang from their various 
perches, he whistled along as he worked. 
The others, softly teasing, stood at the 
base of the catapult, slapping fives and 
spitting gum. Zac, the oldest, was respon-
sible for stacking the pumpkins and turn-
ing them in the pouch. He was normal 
height, like his mother, but the others 
were half as tall. 
At sunset, when the last pumpkin 
ruptured, the kids returned home. The 
house, which sprouted from the dirt, 
rested on the edge of the pumpkin patch. 
Inside, the kids went to their separate 
rooms and studied complex structures; 
the shape of one of Shakespeare’s son-
nets, the symmetry of coral. On week-
ends, they did usual things like shopping 
and cooking, but some of the activities 
were more challenging than others be-
cause they were so small.
My father and I sat on the couch, 
watching the Roloff children. 
I asked him what was wrong with 
them.
‘They’re extremely short,’ he said. 
‘But they’ll grow?’
‘Their teeth will grow,’ he said, ‘but 
their bodies are stunted. They’ll be small 
forever like you.’
I stared at him.
My father said that teeth are curious 
things because they never stop growing. 
‘If you don’t chew enough,’ he said, 
‘then your teeth can grow so long they 
wrap around your tongue. Or, they can 
curve up under your mouth and pierce 
the base of your brain.’
I chewed my nails.
‘But don’t worry,’ he said. 
My mother, who missed most of our 
conversations because she was praying, 
called me to the bathroom. It was Satur-
day and I was scheduled for a check up 
with our dentist, Doctor Anthony. My 
mother chose weekend appointments 
because she thought school was a sacred 
place that shouldn’t be disrupted. She 
also thought that bad nuns became mag-
pies in the afterlife and that dandruff was 
a kind of leprosy.
‘If you need fillings,’ she said, ‘then it’s 
your father’s fault.’ 
She squeezed some paste onto my 
brush.
My father, who learnt to bake as a 
boy, fed me sticky buns for breakfast. 
The buns themselves were generally 
unremarkable; the glaze on top set too 
long and the caramel was hard to bite 
through. An ordinary pastry, however, 
was always an excuse for lavish toppings. 
My father sprinkled the buns with nuts 
and raisins and, sometimes, on pay days, 
bits of white chocolate. 
I wedged the brush into my mouth 
while my mother sorted through the 
cabinet. 
‘We also need fluorides,’ she said.
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She removed the empty bottle from 
the basket and tossed it to the bin. Then 
she flicked her hair to one side, and 
smoothed the front of her dress. 
‘They’re not lollies, you know.’
I nodded. 
My father once told me my mother 
would love us without condition as long 
as we didn’t waste time or money. And 
later, he would add to the list, petrol. My 
mother believed all the things we needed 
to save were starting to run out; that 
we were all just living extravagant lives 
while the debt collector waited.
‘Can I wash my hair?’ I asked. ‘With 
the special conditioner?’
‘Of course,’ she said. ‘But the more you 
use now, the less you’ll have for later.’
I put the bottle away.
Fluoride, however, was dif-
ferent to shampoo and petrol. 
It was a natural element found in the 
earth’s crust, which meant it came from 
many sources; lime rock and freshwater, 
even sand and gravel.
‘Fluoride will never run out,’ my father 
said, ‘because it’s in the air and water.’
‘That’s true,’ my mother said. ‘But 
it’s also very toxic. Too much fluoride 
can spot your teeth and turn your bones 
to liquid.’
My father sighed and turned to me.
‘Go easy on the tablets.’
I didn’t tell my parents that courtesy 
of Christopher Talbot the cause of the 
shortage was love. Chris was in the fifth 
grade and apparently he wanted to marry. 
His best friend, Dean, told me everything 
was planned for Friday. The ceremony, it 
was decided, would be held behind the 
cricket nets and afterwards we would 
honeymoon in the sports shed. I was in-
formed of all this via a scribbled note that 
Dean folded carefully into squares and 
hid in the case of his calculator. 
Will you marry Chris, it said. Please 
circle ‘yes’ or ‘no’. 
I circled ‘yes’.
When Friday came, however, and the 
lunch bell sounded, I went and hid in 
the dental van. In the van, I learnt about 
dreadful things like tooth rot and gum 
disease, and what happens in a cavity. 
The dentist, who was older than Doctor 
Anthony, said he was glad to have me. He 
opened my smile with a silver clamp and 
checked the back of my mouth. 
‘No wisdom yet,’ he said. 
After he showed me the tooth chart 
and his collection of molars, he started 
the demonstrations. He removed a set 
of falsies from the back of the glass cabi-
net. 
‘If you don’t clean your teeth,’ he said, 
‘this is what will happen.’
He smashed the teeth with a hammer. 
The next day, I started taking the tablets 
to school and eating them at lunch time. 
One day, when I was swinging on the 
monkey bars, the bottle fell out of my 
pocket.
‘What are these,’ Lauren said.
Lauren Hunt lived in an apartment in 
a new suburb called Clayfield. She said I 
came to school on a special scholarship. 
Her parents paid full fees and they never 
bought home brand.
She raised the label to the light and 
read the words out loud. 
‘Fluro tablets.’
The other kids laughed.
In the dental van, where I started 
going to eat my lunch, the dentist said I 
should make a story book. I tried to write 
my thoughts out straight on sets of thin 
blue lines, but all the letters were jum-
bled, and the words came back to front. 
The belly of a vowel should be puffy, I 
thought. The backs of the consonants 
straight. I pressed on, longer and harder, 
until one of my knuckles cracked under 
the pressure and a warm blister popped 
out. In the dental van, I ripped so many 
pages out of my book that by the end of 
term, my stories consisted of a title page 
and some thoughts on the Roloffs. There 
was also a page on the Christmas Story, 
which was illustrated with kings and 
shepherds, but my mother ripped this 
page out because the sign up top, above 
the baby Jesus, said burn.
‘I hope you mean barn,’ she said.
Sometimes, when the van was closed, 
I followed ladybeetles across the play-
ground. Ladybeetles, I thought, were 
fascinating creatures because they flew 
off as soon as you tried to hold them. On 
the morning of my wedding, I wandered 
outside the gates to the fields where the 
ladybeetles came from. There were so 
many floating around that the sky looked 
dotted. In the open fields, near a tangle 
of lantana, I found a beetle with broken 
wings. I held it in the palm of my hand 
and watched it flutter and stumble. What 
was amazing about this beetle, is that it 
had stripes instead of spots.
Mr Newton, my science teacher, said 
that sometimes in nature, the wrong 
atoms collide with each other. Freak 
accidents, he said. He seemed to look 
straight at me when he said it. To prove 
his point, he showed us a photo of an el-
ephant without a trunk. The ladybeetle, I 
thought, was not that different. A faulty 
body was a broken promise even for the 
smallest creature. After a while, the bee-
tle seized and folded up. Its legs stopped 
flicking and its stripes peeled back until 
all that remained was a small red dot. I 
laid down on a tuft of grass with the dead 
bug on my chest. I wondered what would 
happen to us.
My father, I think, sensed these ruf-
fles in my days and tried to smooth them 
over. When I told him about the beetle, he 
smiled and pulled me closer. He told me 
once, when he was a boy, he saw a frog 
riding a bicycle. 
‘It was the strangest thing,’ he said, 
scratching his head. ‘A frog riding a bi-
cycle.’
At night, my father tucked me into 
bed and told me stories as tall as bean-
stalks. He said the moon was a scoop of 
ice-cream and the planets were bubble 
gums and all the elevators were shiny 
rockets that travelled to the stars.
‘Even the ones in the shops?’ I said.
‘Especially those. There’s a secret but-
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ton.’
‘Where is it?’
‘I don’t know,’ my father said. ‘It’s a 
secret.’
That afternoon, before we went to 
the dentist, my mother and I stopped at 
Brookside. We spent some time in the 
bank, and the bookstore, then took the 
elevator to the food court. On the silver 
wall, next to the speakers, I noticed a red 
button. It was separate from the others 
and shinier too, cased in clear glassing. 
That looks secretive, I thought. When I 
pressed the button, the elevator came 
to a stop, and the engines choked and 
rumbled. One of the cables fell through 
the ceiling and sparked my mother’s hair. 
When my mother saw the falling embers 
she started panicking and saying she 
couldn’t breathe properly.
‘It’s okay,’ I told her. ‘We should be 
taking off soon.’
‘Taking off?’ she shouted. ‘What the 
hell is this?’
She started banging the doors.
‘This is the great glass elevator,’ I said, 
pressing all the buttons.
Then I said something I read in a book 
once.
‘It can go sideways and slantways and 
longways and backways...’
Before I could finish, my mother 
grabbed both my wrists and pinned them 
to my side. Then she brought her face 
so close to mine I went cross-eyed. My 
chances of seeing the stars were fading 
now because my mother was sucking on 
her puffer and when her oxygen was low, 
she didn’t think straight at all. 
‘When we get out of here,’ she said, 
‘I’m going to kill you.’
This changed the plan. 
I picked up the phone next to the 
number pad and started calling Dad. Dad 
knew things Mum didn’t. Dad would go 
to the stars.
‘Chook!’ my father shouted. ‘They’re 
in the kitchen, putting on a show for the 
neighbours.’
Sometimes, the Roloff kids pretended 
to be characters from Hollywood movies 
or famous American novels. Other times, 
at the urging of the youngest, they re-
stored a fairytale.
‘Unbelievable,’ my father said. ‘They’re 
dressed as the seven dwarfs.’
This episode was the last in the sea-
son and I had seen it once before. Zac, 
too old for the part, bounced around the 
kitchen in a yellow skirt and blouse. The 
dwarfs wore feathers in their hats and 
belts around their bellies. One of the 
girls had drawn on a moustache. They 
sat around the mini-bench with bowls of 
pumpkin soup. The soup was thick and 
clotted in parts, and the orange stained 
their mouths.
My mother snatched the phone. 
‘That soup looks delicious,’ my father 
said. 
‘What soup,’ my mother said. ‘I’m 
stuck in a bloody elevator.’
‘Easy to boil,’ he said.
‘What are you talking about?’ my 
mother snapped. ‘Come and get us out.’
In the car, on the way to the dentist, I 
thought that maybe my father was right. 
I couldn’t reach the monkey bars or see 
the icetrays in the freezer. If I was going 
to be small forever then that was very 
upsetting. In the front seat, where I sat 
when I was in trouble, I noticed I couldn’t 
see over the steering wheel or out the 
front windscreen. I also noticed how dif-
ferent I was to my mother. Her feet could 
touch the floor and control the pedals 
while mine just dangled in front. 
When we got to the surgery, Mum 
checked me in at reception. She poured 
herself a glass of water, then leaned back 
on the couch.
‘Don’t talk to me,’ she said.
While we waited, I observed the 
pictures on the wall. There was one of 
a grinning mouth. The lips, prickly in 
places, were lined with giant teeth that 
looked like they could chew you. I tried to 
focus on the tongue instead, which was 
pink and soft in the middle.
Eventually, Doctor Anthony called 
me.
‘Hello pumpkin,’ he said.
I climbed onto the seat.
‘What flavour would you like today?’
He turned to face the monitor.
‘Last time you were here you had pep-
permint and the time before that, cinna-
mon.’
‘Do you have Colgate?’ 
‘Colgate is a type of toothpaste,’ he 
said, winking at the nurse. ‘Today, we’re 
going to wash your mouth with fluoride. 
Get rid of all the yucky bits.’
‘It’s called plaque,’ I said.
Doctor Anthony smiled.
‘That’s right. And fluoride can come in 
all different flavours, just like ice-cream.’
Ice-cream was a sometimes food, full 
of milk and sugar. The food chart in the 
dental van said even soft drink was bet-
ter. Doctor Anthony, however, said there 
was a connection between fluoride, which 
cleaned your teeth, and ice-cream, which 
corroded them. It was all very confusing. 
‘We also have apple,’ he said. ‘But it’s 
a special flavour. Just for little people.’
While he inspected my mouth and 
sucked up all the soapy foam, I felt scared 
I would never grow. I also worried that my 
teeth, the only things normal size, would 
fall from my mouth at any moment. I 
imagined rinsing into the bowl while my 
molars swirled around the drain hole. I 
worried when I was older and I got my 
driving licence, I would have to sit on a 
phone book. And when someone let me 
cut in front, and I smiled to say thank 
you, the driver would scream and drive 
into a pole. 
‘I’m not little,’ I said.
Doctor Anthony frowned at me.
He called my mother to his office.
When the check-up ended, my mother 
took me home and sat me on the bench. 
She said if I were going to be a midget 
then I would have been one by now. And 
there was something about the way she 
said it, maybe the firmness in her voice 
or the way she laughed and shook her 
head, that made me know she was tell-
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ing the truth. Before she let me go, she 
leaned in close and asked me where my 
worries came from. Was there a little 
person at school, she said, or did I see 
one in the city. 
‘It was the Roloffs,’ I said, sliding off 
the bench. ‘Ask Dad.’
That night before bed, my parents had 
an argument.
‘You put these ideas in her head,’ my 
mother said. 
‘For fuck’s sake,’ my father yelled. 
‘She’s seven.’
Later, while my mother slept, my fa-
ther snuck into my room and sat on the 
end of my bed. He said that sometimes 
the ocean rises or a plane passes and 
when this happens we realise we’re very 
small.  
‘Sometimes we feel smaller than we 
are,’ he said.
‘Like a mouse?’
‘That’s right.’  
‘I feel sorry for them,’ I said.
‘I don’t,’ my father said. ‘You know, 
mice can hide from their enemies easily. 
And they can live in more than one place: 
barns, old slippers, even empty bird 
nests. You could think of anywhere and a 
mouse would probably live there.’
‘An elevator,’ I said.
‘Maybe not the elevator,’ my father 
said.  
I nodded.
I asked my father when we grow, 
when we become as tall as trees or as 
smart as dentists, and he said something 
sweet like, when we’re ready. But I knew 
from the way his voice changed, from the 
way he looked away when he answered, 
that he didn’t know either, and it scared 
me when my father didn’t know.
The next day, my mother banned me 
from watching Big World, Little People, 
and I had to watch Humphrey Bear in-
stead. 
My father was pissed off. 
‘This is rubbish,’ he said. 
Humphrey forgot to his 
wear pants sometimes and his 
hat was too small for his head, which 
probably meant he had headaches. But 
all of this was forgivable, I thought, be-
cause Humphrey was very tall.
My mother walked out from the kitch-
en then, with a piece of toast cut into 
fours.
She handed me the plate.
‘You’ll grow soon,’ she said. 
And I believed her. 
But for a couple of months before bed, 
I measured myself just to be sure.
Alzheimer’s turns the brain to mush. Tangles 
made of dense protein cling to the walls of 
the brain like jellyfish, eventually dissolving 
the delicate membrane. Memories seep 
out. Doctors don’t know why this happens, 
but they suspect it has something to do 
with genetics; mutated chromosomes and 
hydrogen peroxide; a bleach that dissolves the 
grey matter, the thinking parts. Alzheimer’s, 
they know, is irreversible which means that 
once you reach a certain point, you never 
come back.
At first, when my grandfather stopped 
talking, my grandmother thought his silence 
was residual; something left over from the 
war. He never really came home, she said. The 
problem was that Gramps didn’t say much 
before he left, so in the beginning no one 
thought his silence was unusual. Except after 
a while, the thuds and buzzes of the hearing 
world started to frighten him; he jumped 
when the phone rang or a car backfired 
in the distance. Then, he started to forget 
things; how to button his coat or use a fork. 
Eventually, he forgot my grandmother. Thank 
you Doris, he said. My grandmother’s name 
was Norma. From my family, I learnt that 
memory is a device for forgetting as well as 
remembering. 
Whenever I write, I am always pulled 
backward; to my childhood, to Tarragindi, to 
something that may have happened before I 
was born. I can’t remember the house I grew 
up in, but I can remember some of its parts: a 
tampon in the toilet, a mouse running down 
the stairs, my parents in the shower. 
In memoir, as in life, it’s possible to 
know something you shouldn’t. A story can 
be something you inherit, a conversation 
you overhear. Once, I heard my mother 
say to my father, you made her this way. I’m 
not interested in gallant quests or grand 
adventures, but in small moments that make 
the stuff of our lives. The Roloffs is one of 
those moments. 
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